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The Women in Her Life
I. A Biography
The Bronte household was the source of much creative

energy in the nineteenth century.

All of the Bronte children

were avid readers and the three youngest girls, including

Charlotte, and their brother, Branwell, spent much of their

time writing about a fantasy world known as Angria.

The

children's marvelous imaginations, coupled with what seemed
an almost innate talent for writing, led them to spend much

of their time engrossed in this creation.

Although Angria

began as a group project, each child soon began creating on
his own, and Charlotte's vivid imaginings found their way
onto paper almost before she could stop them.

Although her

early writing was a source of joy for her, as the process

was for the other Brontes as well, it was also the cause of
much guilt.

Her fantasies were often wild and sensual,

certainly not what were expected or accepted from a proper
Victorian female.
guilt over Angria

Charlotte

writing.

•

•

•

became assailed with

. Now she became stricken at the

irrnnortality of her creations.

sinner?"1

11

Was she wicked?

A hopeless

As Charlotte matured, so, of course, did her
However, her thoug hts and ideas were still con

sidered bold for the time.

Heroines Jane Eyre and Lucy

Snowe both seem representations of Charlotte herself while
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the other of her female characters resemble women she knew.
There were many factors in Charlotte's life, among them her
acquaintances with certain women, which influenced her
opinions and most definitely, her writing.

In her novels,

Charlotte Bronte wished to make statements for herself, as
well as all women, about women's role in society, women's
relationships to each other, and a woman's sense of herself
as an individual.
There were, along with the women, two important men in
Charlotte's life, her father, Reverend Pat�ick Bronte, and
her brother, Branwell.
on her.

Both men were extremely influential

She modeled her Angrian hero, Zamorna, after Branwell

and he may well have been a model for Edward Rochester in
Jane Eyre.

Her father, although sometimes referred to as

a tyrant, allowed the children to read and write what they
wished, thereby lending a hand to Charlotte's further de
velopment as an author.

Yet the female relationships in

her life are more closely reflected in her writing.
A mother is often considered the most influential woman
in a young girl's life.

Charlotte's mother, Maria Branwell,

passed away when Charlotte was only five.

It is interesting

to note that neither Jane nor Lucy Snowe had a mother through
out the greater part of the novels.
up surrounded by females.

Yet Charlotte still grew

She had two older sisters, Maria

and Elizabeth, and two younger sisters, Emily and Anne.

Her

aunt, Miss Elizabeth Branwell, also came to live at Haworth
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Parsonage after Charlotte's mother's death in 1821.

Charlotte

loved her sisters dearly and for her aunt she felt love mingled
with some fear, probably sterm:ning from Miss Branwell's extreme
sternness.
The four older girls were soon sent off to Cowan's Bridge
School for girls.

Maria and Elizabeth were admitted in the

surm:ner of 1824 and the two others arrived shortly thereafter.
Mrs. Elizabeth Gaskell writes, "Mr. Bronte came again, in the
September of that year, bringing with him Charlotte and Emily

to be admitted as pupils. 112
time.

Charlotte was only eight at the

It is here that Charlotte encountered the teacher who

inspired the character of Miss Temple in the novel, Jane
Eyre.

This woman obviously made a deep impression on Charlotte,

as Miss Temple did on Jane.

In fact, Charlotte drew much

material from this school experience for her novel.

The

character of Helen Burns is modeled after her oldest sister,
Maria, and some of her pathetic experiences at the school.
Charlotte's admiration of Maria is clearly shown through her
portrayal of Helen's goodness and strength.
notes "

Mrs. Gaskell

. . that Helen Burns is as exact a transcript of

Maria Bronte as Charlotte's wonderful power of reproducing
character could give.

Her heart, to the latest day on which

we met, still beat with unavailing indignation at the
worrying and the cruelty to which her gentle, patient, dying
sister had been subjected to by this woman" (p. 44).

The

conditions at Cowan Bridge were deplorable and led, eventually,
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to the deaths of Maria and Elizabeth.
were then sent home due to illness.

Charlotte and Emily
Charlotte immediately

resumed her writing, becoming quite carried away with her
fantasies.
However, Reverend Bronte still wished the girls to have
more of an education than they could acquire at Haworth, so
Charlotte was sent, at the age of thirteen, to Roe Head
School, run by the Misses Wooler.

It was here that Charlotte

met the two girls who would remain her life-long friends,
Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor.

Certainly these women had some

kind of influence on Miss Bronte.

The two girls were ex

ceedingly different; however, Charlotte felt a strong bond
with both.

Ellen came from an upper middle-class family,

with the breeding that comes from money.

Margot Peters

writes, "Ellen was a gentlewoman, conservative, Tory, a girl
with a pious regard for the traditional" (p. 30).

Mary, on

the other hand, came from a family more similar to Charlotte's
own.

She came from a large family where she was forced to

speak up to be heard.

Mary later became quite interested in

women's rights and social reform.

Perhaps her contribution

to Charlotte's writing was not so much the inspiring of ideas
as it was the courage her own determination gave Charlotte.
She seemed to draw physical and emotional strength from
Mary while she received spiritual strength from Ellen.

Of

her correspondence with the two Peters says, "Her letters to
Ellen reveal only a fragment of her personality since she
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turned them to her friend's intellectual and emotional range.
To Mary she poured out her rebellion and anger, her in
tellectual hunger, her adoration for the world of books,
art, poetry, history and politics" (p. 36).
Charlotte completed her schooling at Roe Head in a
year and a half and returned home to Haworth.

She spent

the next two years at the Parsonage, reading, sewing, and,
of course, writing.

She was eighteen and beginning to wonder

where her life would lead her.

At this time, she was offered

a teaching job at Roe Head, so she returned to the school.
Here she taught for almost four years, but she returned
to her father's home because of illness.

However, she found

life at the Parsonage unrewarding and dependence upon her
father stifling.

With the help of Miss Wooler's brother

in-law, Edward Nicholl Carter, she obtained a position as
governess for John Benson Sidgwick of Lothersdale.

She

was extremely dissatisfied with this position from the first.
Mrs. Sidgwick's treatment of her was, at times, degrading
and extremely strict.

Peters states that Charlotte was

"furious at Mrs. Sidgwick's patronizing officiousness and
duties that kept her running from early morning till late
at night, uncharmed by Mathilda and John Benson, the six
and four-year-old in her charge, sick for home, and already
sinking into morbid depression . . . " (p. 70).

Although

Charlotte completed her te1rn1 of three months, she was quite
relieved when her obligation was finished.
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Although she did not like the position of governess,
again her independence drove her to seek employment.

She

had to wait almost two years before she found a position,
during which time she lived a rather quiet life at the
Parsonage.

She was employed by the White family in Rawdon

and found herself in a much improved situation.

Mrs. Gaskell

writes, "Early in March, 1841, Miss Bronte obtained her
second and last situation as a governess.

This time she

esteemed herself fortunate in becoming a member of a kind
hearted and friendly household" (p. 133).
Even though Charlotte grew to like the Whites, the job
itself had not improved.

Charlotte longed for independence

and began to formulate a plan for opening a school of her
own.

She introduced the idea at Haworth and as Peters

writes, "The school project immediately became the main
topic of debate at the parsonage.
the plan" (p. 95).

Charlotte was on fire with

However, it was agreed that some more

schooling, abroad, for the prospective teachers, would be
beneficial to the establishment of a successful school.

When

Mary Taylor suggested Charlotte join her in Brussels to attend
school, she was delighted.

The trip was approved by Reverend

Bronte and it was decided that Emily would join her.

They

were accepted at the Pensionnat Heger and arrived in February,
1842.

Charlotte and Emily were twenty-five and twenty-three

respectively.

The experience here was one that would play a

vital role in both her life and her writing.

The Pensionnat
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Heger became Madame Beck's establishment in Villette.
her arrival, Charlotte was not fond of Madame Heger.

From
She

was averse to Catholicism and also disagreed with the lenient
rules in practice at the Pensionnat.

When Charlotte fell in

love with Monsieur Heger, the women's problems were only
intensified.

Madame Heger became aware of Charlotte's feelings

and treated her with absolute coldness and disdain.

Charlotte

soon found this treatment too difficult to bear and returned
to Haworth.

Here she, Emily, and Anne began again to discuss

serious plans to open a school of their own.

Although they

awaited replies to their efforts, no students were acquired.
Mrs. Gaskell writes, "Day after day, there was a little hope
felt by the sisters until the post came in.

But Haworth

village was wild and lonely, and the Brontes but little
known, owing to their want of connections" (p. 187).

Even

tually these plans were abandoned, but it is evident in
Villette that this dream remained with Charlotte Bronte.
Lucy Snowe does indeed open her own school at the end of the
novel.
The Bronte sisters then concentrated once again on their
writing.

During this period, Charlotte became aware of

Emily's extraordinary gift for poetry.

She wrote of this

discovery, saying:
One day
accidentally
of verse, in
writing. Of
knowing that

in the autumn of 1845, I
lighte d on a MS. volume
my sister Emily's hand
course, I was not surprised,
she could and did write
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verse: I looked it over, and something
more than surprise seized me--a deep
conviction that these were not common
effusions, nor at all like the poetry
women generally write. I thought them
condensed and terse, vigorous and
genuine.3
She was excited about the poems and pleased with the power
which did indeed lie in a woman's writing.

However, when

Charlotte, Emily, and Anne finally published a collected
volume of poetry in May, 1846, they veiled this female power
under the male pseudonyms Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell
respectively.

As Charlotte writes:

. . we did not like to declare
ourselves women, because--without at
the time suspecting that our mode of
writing and thinking was not what is
called 'feminine, '--we had a vague
impression that authoresses are liable
to be looked on with prejudice; we
noticed how critics sometimes use for
their chastisement the weapon of per
sonality, and for their reward, a
flattery, which is not true praise.4
Victorian female repression, then, forced the women to adopt
these names in order to be taken seriously.
this evident, however

By conceding to

disagreeable, fact, though, they were

able to express their powerful thoughts and feelings with
less fear of opposition.

The publication of their poems

encouraged the young women to consider publishing three of
their prose works together, these being The Professor,
Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey.

Interestingly enough,

Charlotte's work, The Professor, was the one rejected.
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However, she did not give up.

She resubmitted the story

to various publishers and began work on Jane Eyre, which
became her most famous novel.
As quickly as Jane Eyre was submitted, it was published
by Smith, Elder and Co.
1847.

The book was out by October 16,

The public's reaction was marvelous and Charlotte

Bronte, still known as Currer Bell, was rapidly becoming
famous.

Margot Peters writes, "Exclamations swelled to a

chorus that surged to a roar.

Currer Bell's Jane Eyre had

taken Victorian England by storm" (p. 201).

All, too,

wished to know the true identity of Currer Bell.
Charlotte had since become preoccupied with creating
another novel, Shirley, concerned with working class condi
tions.

During its writing, she suffered the deaths of her

brother, Branwell, and sisters Emily and Anne.

In 1849,

Shirley was published and it was this novel that convinced
the public that Currer Bell was Charlotte Bronte, a discovery
due partly to the setting of the book.

A trip to London on

November 29, 1849, to see her publisher George Smith, gave
the secret away entirely.

During this same trip, Charlotte

met noted feminist, Harriet Martineau, and of the two women
Peters writes:
Different in temperament and opinion,
the two women in retrospect were great
feminine rebels of their day--Harriet
in her economic, political, and religious
radicalism, Charlotte in her unconscious
but almost total alienation from the
mores of bourgeois mid-Victorian England
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. Harriet lived her rebellion
fearlessly; Charlotte released hers
into the violent energy of her novels.
With more differences than similar
ities, their mutual respect for indi
vidualism, energy, and rigorous self
discipline drew them into each other's
orbits for a time .(p. 313)
In another visit to London, Charlotte met Elizabeth Gaskell,
another female novelist, and they, too, developed a strong
friendship.

Miss Bronte corresponded with both of these

women for the remainder of her life and found their thoughts
on women in the literary world both intriguing and inspiring.
They were empathetic to Charlotte's situation and were able
to give her the moral support she needed.
She was to need much support before the publication of
her next novel, Villette.

Charlotte's health was not good

during much of the next few years.

She had to put aside her

writing at times, but she never abandoned it.

In 1853, her

powerful novel, Villette, was published and its popularity
was overwhelming.
II

Of heroine Lucy Snowe Peters writes that

. she was no model of gentle Victorian womanhood"

(p. 354).

She was a homeless girl, forced to become strong

in the face of adversity.

For a Victorian female, brought

up to believe in submission and dependence, Lucy's indepen
dence represents a victory for all women.

Charlotte's girl

hood friend, Mary Taylor, may have influenced Charlotte's
depiction of Lucy in some ways.

Peters says:

In her last surviving letter to

11

Charlotte, Mary thus clung to her
doctrine of work as the only cure
for that insidious feminine lia
bility, dependence. Many Victorian
liberals agreed that a single woman
needed employment. Mary, however,
believed that women of all classes
needed to work: it was the only cure
for the boredom, vapors, pettiness,
insipidity, and selfishness of the
English young lady, for example, or
the wealthy matron .(p. 348)
Charlotte incorporated these various kinds of women in her
novels, Jane Eyre and Villette.

The heroines, Jane and

Lucy, find these women to be both positive and negative
influences on them during their search for independence and
individuality.

The Life in Her Women
II. Jane Eyre
As would be expected of a Victorian novel, the emphasis
in Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre is placed on the love between
heroine Jane and the totally masculine Edward Rochester.

Al

though eleven chapters elapse before Jane encounters Rochester,
the remainder of the novel seems devoted to the growth of
their relationship.

Miss Bronte does digress at one point,

only to steer Jane toward another man.

She seems, as in

her later novel, Villette, determined to marry off her lone
and lonesome heroines.

This is not unusual considering the

norms of Victorian society.

A woman was expected to have a

man dominating her life; therefore, it was quite difficult
for a woman to develop a sense of self.

Charlotte Bronte,

however, allows Jane this opportunity in the novel through
her relationships with other women.

Jane gains not only a

greater knowledge of herself, but a better understanding of
all women.
Virginia Woolf writes that " . . . men are the best
judges of men and women of women . . . . 111 If this is true,
Jane Eyre is certainly provided ample opportunity to judge
and be judged.

Although from the beginning of the novel

there is always a domineering male in her life, Jane has
constant contact with women, also.

This contact she shares
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with members of her own sex helps shape and mold Jane into
the sensitive and sensible young woman she becomes.

She

draws on these experiences, using aspects of them for her
own development.

Adrienne Rich writes, "Jane Eyre, mother

less and economically powerless, undergoes certain tradi
tional female temptations, and finds that each temptation
presents itself along with an alternative--the image of a
nurturing or principled or spirited woman on whom she can
model herself, or to whom she can look for support."2

These associations are not always pleasant; in fact, Jane's
aunt, Mrs. Reed, is presented as rather villainous.

Because

Jane refuses to play an obsequious role, she is treated quite
harshly by Mrs. Reed.

Their dislike is mutual and the sore

repercussions of this relationship stay with Jane, as she
states, "Yes, Mrs. Reed, to you I owe some fearful pangs of
mental suffering."3

However, although Jane's memory of

Mrs. Reed is not a favorable one, her struggle with her aunt
is actually beneficial to Jane's growth as an independent
woman.

By daring to assert her own opinion of Mrs. Reed,

after Mr. Brocklehurst's visit to Gateshead, Jane takes the
first step on her journey to self-recognition.
" 'I am glad you are no relation of mine:
you aunt again as long as I live.

She says,

I will never call

I will never come to see

you when I am grown up; and if any one asks me how I liked
you, and how you treated me, I will say the very thought of
you makes me sick, and that you treated me with miserable
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cruelty' " (p. 31).

She realizes this assertion as a victory

as she says, "Ere I had finished this reply, my soul began
to expand, to exult, with the strangest sense of freedom, of
triumph, I ever felt.

It seemed as if an invisible bond

had burst, and that I had struggled out into unhoped-for
liberty" (p. 31).

She learns to rely on this freedom and

her independence grows.

When, much later in life, Rochester

has let her down, she still has herself.
care for myself.

She says, " 'I

The more solitary, the more friendless,

the more unsustained I am, the more I will respect myself' "
(p. 329).

It is from Mrs. Reed's rejection that she begins

to draw this inner strength.
It is not surprising that Jane does learn to depend on
her own self-respect, surrounded as she is by females like
Eliza and Georgianna Reed.

Although they remain minor

characters in the novel, Jane cannot help but be affected by
them because they are fellow women.
are revealed in her descriptions.

Her feelings for them
She states:

Eliza, who was headstrong and
selfish, was respected. Georgianna,
who had a spoiled temper, a very
acrid spite, a captious and insolent
carriage, was universally indulged.
Her beauty, her pink cheeks and
golden curls, seemed to give delight
to all who looked at her, and to pur
chase indemnity for every fault. (p. 9)
Jane sees in them characteristics she despises, making her
more aware of what she will face out on her own.

She
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realizes that family and wealth, neither of which she pos
sesses, are important assets in the world.

Eliza's back

ground and seeming superiority give her respect, but also
cause her selfishness and narrow views.

Although Jane

spends the remainder of the novel searching for "self,"
she wants only the respect she earns on her own, not Eliza's
family facade.

She realizes, too, that she has none of

Georgianna's beauty.

Yet, she sees Georgianna use her

appearance as a crutch, a way to keep from developing herself as more of a person.

She encounters similar personali

ties in the Brocklehurst girls.

Even when Jane returns to

Gateshead as a young woman, she still finds it difficult to
establish a relationship with either Reed sister.

Once again,

she is forced to rely on herself for comfort and companionship.
Jane, destitute of beauty and wealth, knows she must, then,
develop the vital qualities she possesses:

intellect, inte

grity, and independence.
Not all the women in Jane's life are what Sandra M. Gilbert
and Susan Gubar term "negative 'role models' " for her.

In

fact, Jane finds at Gateshead a comforter by the name of
Bessie who has a very positive effect on her.
servant in the Reed household.

Bessie is a

Perhaps Jane is especially

drawn to Bessie because she herself feels no better than a
servant there.

This proves true at Thornfield also, as she

is nothing more than the governess.

Among all the rejection

and humiliation at Gateshead, Jane finds Bessie to be a source
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of gentleness and warmth.

Although Bessie often scolds Jane,

she provides the attention and affection Jane so desperately
craves.

Jane's attachment to Bessie is very understandable.

The Reeds, her own relations, spurn and humiliate Jane,
whereas Bessie comforts and cares for her.

Bessie is more

of an older sister than either of the cruel Reed girls.

Of

. she

their special and intimate times Jane says, "

would tuck the clothes round me, and twice she kissed me and
said, 'Good-night, Miss Jane.'

When thus gentle, Bessie

seemed to me the best, prettiest, kindest being in the world"
(p. 23).

Experiences such as these were important in pre

venting Jane from becoming bitter or cynical.

As Adrienne

Rich writes, "Bessie is the first woman to show Jane affec
tion; and it is partly the alliance with her that makes it
possible for the child Jane to maintain her hope for the
future, her will to survive
When Jane leaves Gateshead for Lowood Institution, she
encounters two of the more important females in her life:
Helen Burns and Miss Maria Temple.

Both characters embody

particular features which Jane strives to incorporate in her
own life.

She describes them both with simple reverence and

her admiration seems to culminate one evening during tea in
Miss Temple's apartment.

Of Miss Temple she says:

Miss Temple had always something
of serenity in her air, of state in her
mien, of refined propriety in her lan
guage, which precluded deviation into
the ardent, the excited, the eager:
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something which chastened the pleasure
of those who looked on her and listened
to her, by a controlling sense of awe;
and such was my feeling now . . . . (p. 71)
And of Helen Burns she says, "Then her soul sat on her lips,
and language flowed, from what source I can not tell:

Has a

girl of fourteen a heart large enough, vigorous enough to hold
the swelling spring of pure, full, fervid eloquence?

Such was

the characteristic of Helen's discourse on that, to me, memarable evening .

" (p. 71).

What a tremendous influence

these two women, young though they may be, have on Jane during
a crucial stage in her development.

They offer her strength

and love, and like Bessie, realize her need for companionship.
Most important, however, is the fact that they reveal for
Jane two more aspects of womanhood, maternity and purity.

Of

Miss Temple Adrienne Rich writes, "She is maternal in a
special sense:

not simply sheltering and protective, but

encouraging of intellectual growth. 11 5
with Helen as she writes, "

She is as sympathetic

. Helen gives her a glimpse

of female character without pettiness, hysteria, or selfrepudiation .

11

6

After exposure to the women in the

Reed family, Helen Burns and Miss Temple prove to be quite
stabilizing additions to Jane's life.
Jane is devastated by the death of Helen and Miss
Temple's departure from Lowood, due to the inevitable fate
of all good Victorian women, marriage.
finds the school stifling.

Without them, Jane

Although Jane retains her great
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admiration for Miss Temple, she realizes there is something
else out there for her.

Her growth has stopped, and she

must do something to renew it, to prove that she can do more
Jane says:

than live in the shadow of Miss Temple.

My world had for some years been
in Lowood: my experience had been of
its rules and systems; now I remem
bered that the real world was wide, and
that a varied field of hopes and fears,
of sensations and excitements, awaited
those who had courage to go forth into
its expanse, to seek real knowledge of
life amidst its perils. (p. 84)
Jane, like Lucy Snowe in Villette, realizes that indepen
dence requires strength and perseverance.

If she stays at

Lowood, she will remain stagnant, living vicariously through
her memories of Miss Temple.

So she moves on to Thornfield.

Here Jane encounters many females, yet seems to establish
close relationships with none of them.

She does, however,

seem to learn various things about herself through them.
The first of these women is Mrs. Fairfax, the housekeeper
at Thornfield.

Jane feels quite comfortable with her from

their introduction and even more so when she discovers Mrs.
Fairfax's true position.

Upon discovery she says:

. . . this affable and kind little
widow was no great dame, but a dependant
like myself. I did not like her the
worse for that; on the contrary, I felt
better pleased than ever. The equality
between her and me was real; not the mere
result of condescension on her part: so
much the better--my position was all the
freer. (p. 100)
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Once again Jane speaks of freedom and expresses mild joy at
potential companionship.

However, although they are equal

in a professional sense, Jane seems to see Mrs. Fairfax as
a motherly figure.

She wants Mrs. Fairfax's approval be

cause she respects her.

She becomes distressed when she

senses Mrs. Fairfax's preliminary hesitation of her ensuing
relationship with Rochester.

After a romantic moment with

him, Jane says:
When I looked up, on leaving his
arms, there stood the widow, pale,
grave, and amazed. I only smiled at
her, and ran upstairs. 'Explanation
will do for another time,' thought I.
Still, when I reached my chamber, I
felt a pang at the idea she should even
temporarily misconstrue what she' ·had
seen. (p. 263)
Mrs. Fairfax, then, is a model in the evolution of Jane's
own pride and self-respect.
Little Adele Varens serves as somewhat of a foil to
Mrs. Fairfax's righteousness and morality.

She is much

like Georgianna Reed and also like Ginevra Fanshawe in Miss
Bronte's later novel, Villette.

Although still young, she

portrays quite the little lady, always fussing over her
appearance.

Although Jane does indeed become fond of Adele,

this aspect of the child's personality she finds quite
annoying at times.

Gilbert and Gubar explain it by saying

of the French dancer's daughter, "Where Miss Temple's was
the way of the lady and Helen's that of the saint, hers

20

and her mother's are the ways of Vanity Fair, ways which
have troubled Jane since her days at Gateshead.

For how is

a poor, plain governess to contend with a society that re
wards beauty and style?"7

Jane is reminded of her feelings

about Georgianna Reed and this memory reinforces her belief
that a woman's real struggle is with her inner self.

No

woman should rely completely on her beauty and Jane has
neither the ability nor the desire to use her appearance
as a womanly tool.
Blanche Ingram, Jane's beautiful rival for Rochester,
does not hesitate to use her appearance for gain, however.
According to Gilbert and Gubar, "Blanche Ingram, also a
denizen of Vanity Fair, presents Jane with a slightly different
female image.

Tall, handsome, and well-born, she is worldly

but, unlike Adele and Celine, has a respectable place in the
world

"8

This image, as seen through the eyes of

Jane, has little substance or value.

Jane's frequent ref

erences to Blanche and the manner of her descriptions are
clear proof of her resentment.

It is true, she cannot

negate Blanche's beauty, yet she gives a jaundiced picture
of her just the same.

Of Blanche Jane says, "Her face was

like her mother's; a youthful, unfurrowed likeness:

the

same low brow, the same high features, the same pride.
was not, however, so saturnine a pride:

It

she laughed con

tinually; her laugh was satirical, and so was the habitual
expression of her arched and haughty lip" (p. 175).

Jane
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becomes even more negative as her association with Blanche
increases.

She says, "She was very showy, but she was not
she had a fine person, many brilliant attainments;

genuine:

but her mind was poor, her heart barren by nature .
(p. 189).

"

Again Jane is aware of appearance versus reality.

Although a woman may possess physical beauty, her fundamen
tal nature may not parallel this external.

Jane, so obviously

aware of these discrepancies in women, strives even harder to
be totally honest with herself.

This honesty is not always

easy to achieve, especially when she feels, as Jane undoubt
edly must at times, that the odds are weighing heavily against
her.

Robert Bernard Martin labels Jane's descriptions as
reactions to a society that despises and excludes

her."9

Not only does Blanche have the beauty Jane lacks,

she possesses social position as well.

In Jane's eyes, how

ever, Blanche flaunts these advantages in all the wrong ways
and becomes what Martin terms " . . . an example of what
happens to women whose selfish interest is chiefly monetary
and physical. 11 10

Although Jane has proved thus far to be a

rather fair judge of character, one must remember, too, that
her opinion of Blanche is inevitably tinged with jealousy.
Yet, by dealing rationally with her feelings toward Blanche,
she becomes even more aware of her own values and ultimately,
her own self-worth.
Jane, after her departure from Thornfield, is able to
establish another positive and loving relationship with
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women, Diana and Mary Rivers.

Jane is perhaps more secure

in their relationship than she has been in any other because
Diana and Mary are actually her cousins.

She finally has a

family of her own; they fulfill, for Jane, the function that
the Reed sisters never could.
opposite of these women.

Diana and Mary are quite the

Jane describes them, saying:

Diana had a voice toned, to my ear,
like the cooing of a dove. She possessed
eyes whose gaze I delighted to encounter.
Her whole face seemed to me full of charm.
Mary's countenance was equally intelli
gent--her features equally pretty: but
her expression was more reserved; and her
manners, though gentle, more distant.
Diana looked and spoke with a certain
au.thority: she had a will, evidently.
It was my nature to feel pleasure in
yielding to authority supported like hers;
and to bend, where my conscience and self
respect permitted, to an active will. (p. 257)
They possess the beauty and strong will of Georgianna and
Eliza, yet they know how to temper these qualities with a
pleasing blend of intelligence and virtue.

Jane speaks of

self-respect, reinforcing the importance of this aspect in
her life.

Her relationship with Diana would not be acceptable

to Jane if Diana's strength nullified this respect.

Jane at

once feels a kinship even before she realizes the true family
ties.

Of their first meeting Jane says:
Somehow, now that I had once crossed
the threshold of this house, and once was
brought face to face with its owners, I
felt no longer outcast, vagrant, and dis
owned by the wide world. I dared to put
off the mendicant--to resume my natural
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manner and character. I began once more
to know myself. (p. 350)
Once again, Jane cannot escape this need she has to realize
herself.

She is relieved to reestablish this honesty with

herself and others; she knows she belongs.

Diana and Mary

encourage this realization with their immediate warmth and
concern.

One is reminded of Bessie and Miss Temple, those

who cared for Jane when she was just beginning her search for
self-awareness.

Adrienne Rich reinforces their important

functions in Jane's life, as she writes, " . . . with Jane,
in her illness and convalescence, they are maternally tender
and sensitive.

As time passes . . . Diana and Mary become

her friends; for the first time since the death of Helen
Burns she has an intellectually sympathetic companionship
with young women of her own age. 11 11

They are, in fact, the

epitome of what Jane has been searching for in her various
female relationships.

They are women who believe, as does

Jane, that beauty does not constitute a total woman.
Although Diana and Mary are the women most like Jane
herself, there is one more principal female character who
has a profound effect on Jane's life.

This is, of course,

the bizarre character of Bertha Mason Rochester.

She is the

deranged wife of Edward Rochester who is kept hidden away
at Thornfield.

Jane is unaware of her existence for a long

time, and it is not until her wedding day that she is informed
about Bertha.

The discovery is devastating, and Jane struggles
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to maintain composure as she watches her happiness dissolve.
Bertha is, in fact, the reason Jane leaves Thornfield.

How

ever, Bertha's effect on her is more than just physical.
Bertha seems to be more than an influence on Jane; she is a
part of Jane herself.

She is the part that Jane has been

searching for and running from simultaneously.

As Gilbert

and Gubar point out, "Bertha, in other words, is Jane's
truest and darkest double:

she is the angry aspect of the

orphan child, the ferocious secret self Jane has been trying
to repress ever since her days at Gateshead. 12
11

It is

appropriate, then, that Bertha exists first only as a
"mirthless laugh"
Jane's mind.

to Jane.

In a sense, she exists only in

Even when she appears, she is described as a

specter, a shadow.

Is she a figment of Jane's imagination?

One is reminded of her vision during her imprisonment in the
Red Room.

During this haunting childhood experience, Jane

sees an apparition, a light, just as she does in her room at
Thornfield.

She compares the feelings of terror, saying,

"Just at my bedside the figure stopped:

the fiery eye glared

upon me--she thrust up her candle close to my face, and ex
tinguished it under my eyes.

I was aware her lurid visage

flamed over mine, and I lost consciousness:

for the second

time in my life--only the second time--I became insensible
from terror" (p. 293).

She leaves Gateshead as a child,

hoping to leave her ghostly vision behind her, only to en
counter another one at Thornfield.
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Has Jane's entire search for herself led her only to
this imprisoned madwoman?
bonds?

Can she never escape society's

She can and does, only when she is forced to face

the reality of Bertha Rochester.

She knows she will never

be free to marry Rochester as long as this madwoman exists
both externally, in the form of Bertha, and internally in
the form of lingering doubts about herself as a woman.
is still unclear as to where she fits into society.

She

She

knows what is expected of any female--submission, reliance,
dependence.

Bertha, although a strange and often offensive

character, is more acceptable in an abstract way because
she is dependent on Rochester.

Jane still doubts her total

independence but realizes that she can never give her whole
self to Rochester because a part of any woman must always
belong to herself.

Bertha has lost all control over herself

and Jane fears this madness will engulf her, also.

She is

forced, then, to leave Thornfield on the last phase of her
search for herself.

Diana and Mary's stabilizing influence

on her, combined with her strength in refusing St. John's
proposal of marriage, helps her realize that she does indeed
control her own life.

Because of this realization, she is

able to return to Thornfield an independent woman, able to
give Rochester the love he needs because she is now confi
dent enough to realize what she has to offer.

She is a

total woman, not just Georgianna's shell of beauty or
Blanche's aristocratic ways, but an independent woman who
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chooses to love rather than is forced to.
Jane's fulfillment is brought about, in part, by her
relationships with other females.

She learns to judge her

self honestly by being honest with herself about others.
Although she experiences both positive and negative reactions
from these women, she derives strength and intellect from
both.

Of this aspect Adrienne Rich writes, "In Jane Eyre,

moreover, we find an alternative to the stereotypical ri
valry of women; we see women in real and supportive relationship to each other

.. 13

In a time when women

were supposed to be dependent on men, it is interesting that
most of Jane's real growth and self-realization comes with
the help of other women.

The Life in Her Women
III. Villette
Ever since God created Eve for Adam, the world has been
obsessed with the idea of the male-female relationship.
has only recently become "swinging" to be single.

It

The Vic

torians were especially concerned with women who did not have
a man in their lives.

The pattern for the Victorian woman

was from the arms of a father to the arms of a husband.

Those

women condemned to life without a man were often the objects
of pity and scorn.

Charlotte Bronte presents a picture of

the lone woman in the character of Jane Eyre, and Lucy Snowe,
in her later novel Villette, is also a superb example.

Critics

have always enjoyed analyzing Lucy's relationships with men
and her search for companionship and love.

However, through

out this search Lucy encounters many different kinds of
women, and it is interesting to realize the effect they have
on her and how, in fact, she eventually understands parts of
herself in some of them.
It has been said of Charlotte Bronte that she actually
had a somewhat secret hatred of women.

Carolyn G. Heilbrun

writes:
Among those women writers who struggle
through, as Bronte did, to a sense of her
own capabilities and even the imagination
of a fictional heroine who possesses them,
there is more often than not, as in women
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generally, a concomitant despising of
women. The resources of scorn toward
other females that the achieving woman
has been able to call upon seem, out
side of the historical periods of
feminism, to be nearly bottomless.l
Lucy Snowe is mubh like Bronte, then.

Because she is left

homeless and alone, she must get by on her own.

Although

Snowe is forced into independence, whereas Bronte chooses
hers through writing, she must still assume responsibilities
alien to many women of her time.

Patricia Beer says, "Jane

Eyre gets on pleasantly with the Rivers girls as Charlotte
Bronte must have done with her sisters being able to work
and relax in their company.

Lucy Snowe, however, gives a

very jaundiced picture of the society of women."2
herself says, " .

Lucy

I was not accustomed to find in women

or girls any power of self-control, or strength of self
denial.

As far as I knew them, the chance of a gossip about

their usual trivial secrets, their often very washy and

paltry feelings, was a treat not to be readily foregone.113
This is definitely not a favorable impression of women, and
indeed, Lucy had no close female friends, especially at
Madame Beck's.

However, as stated before, despite her

negativism, women have more influence on Lucy than perhaps
she realizes.

And she needs them, for as Beer states, "If

women cannot keep faith with, or even like each other, it
is a hard world for them indeed, for Charlotte Bronte presents
men as being really rather dreadful."4
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Perhaps the first female relationship the reader is
made aware of is that of Lucy and her godmother, Mrs. Bretton.
This, too, is the one which seems to remain the most consis
tent throughout the novel.

Early in the novel, Lucy loses

her parents, an event which makes Mrs. Bretton's role in
Lucy's life even more vital.

Although she does not actually

replace Lucy's mother, she supplies a security and sense of
family later in the novel which Lucy sorely needs, as did
homeless Jane Eyre.

Even after Lucy rediscovers the Brettons

in Villette she seems to reclaim her position in the family.
After her reunion, she says of Mrs. Bretton:
She spoke to me so much as of old
she used to speak that I almost fancied
that she was beginning to know me.
There was the same sort of patronage
in her voice and manner that as a girl,
I had always experienced from her--a
patronage I yielded to and even liked;
it was not founded on conventional
grounds of superior wealth or station
(in the last particular there had never
been any inequality; her degree was mine);
but on natural reasons of physical ad
vantage: it was the shelter the tree
gives the herb.(p. 165)
Mrs. Bretton, then, represents a type of stability to Lucy.
She gives Lucy the love she needs so desperately in her
life.

Perhaps, too, Lucy sees in her a woman in control of

her circumstances, much as Lucy wishes to be, and Mrs.
Bretton is successful in this lifestyle.

She is able to

live comfortably and contentedly even though she does not
have a husband to care for her.

Lucy wishes to gain this

control over her own life, especially since she realizes
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that she may never have a man to protect her.
Madame Beck also represents a woman driven by her own
resources.

She runs her own school, and it becomes obvious

that though Lucy harbors negative feelings for the woman,
she admires her as well.

After all, Lucy eventually becomes

more like Madame Beck at the end of the novel when she opens
her own school.

Lucy says, "I commenced my school; I worked--

I worked hard .

Pupils came--burghers at first--a

higher class ere long

. . My externat became a pensionnat;

that also prospered" (pp. 478-479).

Along with this shared

experience, there is actually more of Madame Beck in Lucy
than she cares to realize.

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan

Gubar write:
For Madame Beck is a symbol of
repression, the projection and embodi
ment of Lucy's commitment to self
control . .
. Her spying is there
fore a form of voyeurism, and though
it is deplored by Lucy, it is quickly
clear that Lucy is simultaneously
engaged in spying on Madame Beck. Like
Lucy, Madame Beck dresses in decorous
gray; like Lucy, she is attracted to
the young Englishman Dr. John; and like
Lucy, she is not his choice .
Not only does Lucy mimic Madame Beck's
repressive tactics in the school room,
she also applauds the way in which
Madame Beck represses her desire for
. And in doing so, Lucy
Dr. John .
is applauding her own commitment to
self-repression, h r own impulse toward
self-surveillance. 5
Not only does Lucy admire Madame Beck for the qualities
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mentioned above, but she cannot help but feel a kinship
with her because Madame Beck has also been rejected, not
only by love itself, but by the man that Lucy loves.

Lucy

would have no reason for jealousy or hostility toward her
in this respect.

Lucy's admiration seems to stem mainly

from Madame's self-control.

She rules her school, yet she

is also able to rule her heart, something not easily done.
Lucy sees this structure and discipline as a way to control
her life, thereby insuring some kind of happiness.
As with Mrs. Bretton and Madame Beck, it seems Lucy
has always felt more comfortable with women who are older
than she.

A good example of this partiality is her rela

tionship with Miss Marchmont, the invalid whom Lucy nurses
before her death.

She is important to Lucy not only during

the time Lucy works for her, but in the future as well.

As

Robert A. Colby puts it, "Miss Marchmont, the bed-ridden
cripple, is the complete reverse of Lucy's colleagues at
the school in that she reveals an inner strength belied by
a weak exterior."6

Lucy herself says of Miss Marchmont,

II

she gave me the originality of her character to

study:

the steadiness of her virtues, I will add, the

power of her passions, to admire, the truth of her feelings
to trust" (pp. 32-33).

She draws these positive charac

teristics from this seemingly helpless woman.

However,

Lucy does use Miss Marchmont's house as a means of escape
from the real world, a haven where the companionship of an
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old woman is enough to satisfy her.

Earl A. Knies seems

to blame Lucy for this as he accuses her of "submersion
of her own character in Miss Marchmont's."7

One remembers

Jane Eyre, her submersion into the personality of Miss
Temple, and her safe haven of Lowood.

Yet the insight

Lucy gains from Miss Marchmont on the night of her death is
invaluable, and Bronte links the women even further by fore
shadowing M. Paul's death through the death of Miss March
mont's lover.

Miss Marchmont tells Lucy of this lost love.

Although her lover's death was tragic, Miss Marchmont
realizes now that there are ways to benefit from tragedy.
She shares this thought with Lucy and her parting message
is, "We should accept our own lot, whatever it be, and try
to render happy that of others" (p. 36).

This advice is

helpful to Lucy in facing her own dilemmas.

She also

realizes that self-reliance should be a vital part of any
woman's nature because there will not always be a man to
depend on.
Lucy never really seems to establish a relationship
with a female of her own age.

She is drawn to older women,

such as Mrs. Bretton, Madame Beck, and Miss Marchmont, or
she is surrounded by girls younger than herself, such as the
students at the Rue Fossette.

Two of the most important

younger females she is affected by are Paulina Mary Home de
Bassompierre and Miss Ginevra Fanshawe.
Lucy, as well as the reader, is introduced to Polly

at the beginning of the novel. The first impression of
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Polly is quite strange, and although Lucy is not particularly
fond of her at first, she finds herself drawn to Polly in
an inexplicable way. Gilbert and Gubar state:
Not only does Lucy feel contemptuous
of six-year-old Polly's need for love and
male protection--her dependence first on
her father and then her enthralled
attraction to Graham Bretton, an older
boy incapable of returning her love--she
ridicules Polly's fanatic responses and
doll-like gestures, and satirizes Polly's
refusal to eat as well as her need to
serve food to her father or his surrogate.8
Her dislike is obvious, and she handles it in her typical
way; she ignores the situation whenever possible. However,
as with Madame Beck, Lucy is closer to Polly than she may
like to admit. Polly, too, seems to become an extension
of Lucy.

Gilbert and Gubar continue, saying:
. these two antithetical figures
have much in conunon . ..That they
are intimately connected becomes obvious
when Lucy wants Polly to cry out at a
moment of great joy so that she, Lucy,
can get some relief. For, strangely,
Lucy has discovered in Polly a repre
sentative of part of herself ....
Finally she takes this ghost into her
own bed to comfort her when she feels
bereaved, wondering about the child's
destiny, which, significantly, she ima
gines in terms of the humiliations and
desolatioijs that are prepared for her
own life.

The idea of Polly as a "ghost" is reminiscent of Jane Eyre's
experiences with the visions in the Red Room at Gateshead and
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in her bed chamber at Thornfield.

They represent parts of

Charlotte Bronte's two heroines, Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe,
that they are trying to repress, sides of themselves that
they may not even be aware of until they see them in other
women.

Although Polly is presented as the more typical

Victorian female, dependent on a father and extremely do
mestic, neither she nor Lucy has a mother.

They share,

then, the need for comfort and female companionship.

Lucy

senses not only Polly's need to cry out but her own as
well.
The kinship between the two women does not end when
they leave Bretton.

Lucy is reunited with Paulina in

Villette, and they are able to form more of a friendship
this time.

When Lucy realizes that Graham loves Paulina,

she plays intermediary for the lovers.

Although Lucy also

loves Graham, she knows herself well enough to realize that
she is not the type of woman that he needs.

Polly and Lucy

have become so friendly that, at one point, Mr. Home even
asks Lucy to be Paulina's paid companion.

Lucy is still

struggling to find her identity so refuses to limit her
self to Paulina only.

She makes it clear, however, that

she still regards Paulina as a friend when she says, "As
I would not be Paulina's nominal and paid companion, genial
and harmonious as I began to find her intercourse, she
persuaded me to join her in some study, as a regular and
settled means of sustaining communication . . . (p. 294).
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So, as in childhood days, Lucy and Paulina are again united
by similar bonds.

They share their association with the

Bretton family, their studies, and, of course, their love
for Graham Bretton.

However, both women have matured and

come to realize the importance of individual character and
strength as qualities needed by a woman so that a relation
ship with a man will not consume them.
later in her relationship with M. Paul.

Lucy proves this
The women's ten

year separation seems to have only brought them closer
together.
Quite the opposite of Paulina is Ginevra Fanshawe.

As

Hazel Mews says, "Paulina's emotional depth and her sensi
tivity are contrasted with Ginevra Fanshawe's shallowness
and levity. 11 10

From the moment Lucy meets Ginevra on the

boat, she realizes that Miss Fanshawe is very childish and
self-centered.

However, once again, she craves companion

ship, so she listens to Ginevra, although it is not always
pleasant.

On one occasion, Lucy says, "Miss Fanshawe's

berth chanced to be next to mine; and, I am sorry to say,
she tormented me with an unsparing selfishness during the
whole time of our mutual distress" (p. 52).

Aggravating

though she may be, Ginevra is the one who leads Lucy to
Villette.

And although she remains rather superficial and

selfish, Lucy finds herself attracted to Ginevra, perhaps
an attraction which proves confusing to both character and
reader alike.

Lucy sees in Ginevra qualities that she
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herself can never possess.

Perhaps she uses Ginevra as

a guide, following her not only to Villette, but following
her subconsciously, hoping to attain characteristics such
as beauty and frivolity.

Knies explains Lucy's attraction

to Ginevra by saying:
Ginevra Fanshawe is a foolish girl,
to be sure, but she is also somewhat
attractive. Although Lucy's attitude
toward her reflects this ambivalence,
by and large her judgment of the girl
seems more severe than necessary. She
likes Ginevra's frankness but cannot
appreciate her animal spirits. Having
so little frivolity in her own nature,
Lucy is unable to estimate it fairly
in others.11
Perhaps part of Lucy's severity toward Ginevra stems from
the fact that Ginevra has the beauty so important to women
during the Victorian period, especially because of their
concern over attracting a male.

Lucy also realizes that

Graham loves Ginevra and this would naturally cause a cer
tain bitterness on her part.

Unlike her acceptance of

Graham's love for Polly, this infatuation with Ginevra
angers her because she realizes what a shallow person
Ginevra actually is.

However, at some point in their re

lationship, Lucy again seems to become a part of Ginevra,
as she has with Paulina.

Gilbert and Gubar say, "For

reasons that she never completely understands, Lucy shares
her food with Ginevra, fantasizes about Ginevra's love life,
and even admires Ginevra's flagrant narcissism. 1112
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Although she strives so hard for her independence in other
ways, she is still giving herself up to Ginevra, without
even knowing why.

Perhaps she feels that by sharing with

Ginevra, both physically and mentally, she will become more
like her and develop the qualities she does not possess.
The two women seem to fill a void for each other; their
various characteristics come together to form a whole.
Lucy Snowe is indeed a woman alone in the world who
must struggle to find and maintain her place in society.
Although Bronte creates this predicament for her by placing
her in a world where women are taught to rely on men, Lucy,
however, finds herself dictated to by women and she tries
desperately to find her real self among them.

As Gilbert

and Gubar put it:
Resulting sometimes in guilty
acquiescence and sometimes in angry
revolt, the disparity between what is
publicly expected of her and her private
sense of herself becomes the source of
Lucy's feelings of unreality. Not
the little girl lost (Polly), or the
coquette (Ginevra), or the male manque
(Madame Beck) . . . Lucy cannot be
contained by the roles available to
her. But neither is she free of them,
since all these women do represent
aspects of herself. (p. 13)
So, in effect, in a male-dominated society it is the women
who actually rule Lucy Snowe.
step forward for the female?!

Should this be considered a

Conclusion
The position of the Victorian woman was clearly defined.
Submission and subservience were the only truly acceptable
forms of behavior.

Any woman who wished acceptance had to

conform to these standards.

One ramification of this con

formity was the repression of ideas and feelings, especially
those which might be considered aggressive and unfeminine.
A proper Victorian woman was, as Coventry Patmore said,
"the angel in the house."

She remained at home, devoting

herself to the task of making her husband and family com
fortable and content.

There were many male novelists who

presented their female characters in just this way.

Charles

Dickens was known for his angelic women such as Arny Dorrit
(Little Dorrit) and Agnes Wickfield (David Copperfield).
Even Fanny Dorrit, though more aggressive and vocal than
Amy, was still stereotypical in the sense that she used her
beauty to obtain a husband and respectability.

Yet, the

women who dared to assert themselves through their own
writing were not afraid to give their female characters the
same courage to speak up.

They seemed to use these charac

ters as mouthpieces for their own ideas and feelings.
Charlotte Bronte, although outwardly an angel, obviously
had, in her writing, serious statements to make about the
Victorian woman, both as an individual and as an integral
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part of society.

She used some of the women in her own

life as models for female characters in novels Jane Eyre
and Villette and, in turn, used these characters to voice
thoughts and display emotions vital to all women.

Margot

Peters acknowledges this fact as she writes, "Her Roches
ters, Rivers, Brocklehursts, Helstones, Yerkes, Hunsdens,
and Emanuels are tyrannical enough, but her women--Jane
Eyre, Miss Temple, Zoraide Reuter, Shirley, Madame Beck,
Lucy Snowe--match them, will for will, brains for brains,
passion for passion. 11 1
A surface look at heroine Jane, in Jane Eyre, shows
only a Victorian woman who bides her time as a governess
while waiting to find a husband.

What a stereotypical

woman in an all too common situation!

However, a close

look at Jane's struggles in the novel, along with her
reactions toward other women, shows a strong character,
determined to like herself whether others do or not.

The

fact that she marries at the end of the novel provides her
with a way to share her thoughts and ideas with someone
who can appreciate them, a man.

This is not to say that

women cannot relate to Jane, yet she seems to find few in
her world who do because most are obsessed with all she
finds superficial and inadequate.

They are products of a

society which forces them to fit in.

Charlotte Bronte, too,

was drawn to women with whom she could share strong convic
tions and ideas, and who were not afraid, in turn, to
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express their own convictions to others.

The prominent

feminist, Harriet Martineau, was just such a woman.

Jane

finds this intellect and conviction in characters such as
Helen Burns, Miss Temple, and her cousins, the Rivers girls.
One is reminded here of Charlotte's own strong family ties
with her sisters.
Jane is almost repelled, on the other hand, by simpering
females like Georgianna Reed and, at times, Adele Varens.
Their physical beauty impedes whatever intellect they may
possess because they refuse to cultivate any aspect of them
selves which does not show in the mirror.

They play right

into the stereotypical mold, then, because beauty without
brains leads only to dependence on a dominating male.

If

these women ever do decide to recognize their own potential,
they are trapped--trapped in a life of virtual submission.
Jane, who has proved her assertive ability from child
hood, cannot imagine herself in a subservient situation.
Charlotte, too, disliked total dependence on her father
and chose to work.

Although Jane may strive for indepen

dence, she must also wonder, as Charlotte did about her
writing, if she is not wicked or strange to defy society.
Yet, Charlotte possessed the commitment and courage to
speak and provides Jane the same courage.

She brings Jane

face to face with her fears of aggression in the form of
Bertha Mason Rochester.

This madwoman represents not only

what Jane fears she already may seem, ugly and somehow

unacceptable, but what she may cause for herself by
suppressing all thought and emotion inside her.
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She

fears the life of entrapment, surrounded by society's
rules, just as Bertha is surrounded by the attic walls.
She speaks of society's prison as she says:
It is in vain to say human beings
ought to be satisfied with tranquillity:
they must have action; and they will
make it if they cannot find it. Millions
are condemned to a stiller doom than mine,
and millions are in silent revolt against
their lot. Nobody knows how many re
bellions besides political rebellions
ferment in the masses of life which
people earth. Women are supposed to be
very calm generally: but women feel
just as men feel; they need exercise for
their faculties, and a field for their
efforts as much as their brothers do;
they suffer from too rigid a constraint,
too absolute a stagnation, precisely
as men would suffer; and it is narrow
minded in their more privileged fellow
creatures to say that they ought to
confine themselves to making puddings
and knitting stockings, to playing on
the piano and embroidering bags. It
is thoughtless to condemn them, or
laugh at them, if they seem to do more
or learn more than custom has pronounced
necessary for their sex.2
This speech is at the heart of all that Jane and, more im
portantly, Charlotte Bronte feel and want for themselves and
all women.

Jane realizes, then, that she must break free,

facing the world bravely because she has confidence in her
self as a person, not as a woman in society's sense, but as
an individual in her own sense, who just happens to be a
woman.
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After realizing the popularity of Jane Eyre as a heroine,
Charlotte Bronte created a similar character in Lucy Snowe,
heroine of the novel Villette.
many common experiences.

In fact, the women share

They are both left without mothers

during childhood, become teachers for young girls, and fall
in love with very forceful, masculine men.

Lucy, too, en

counters a variety of different women, as does Jane.

How

ever, even though her reactions may be slightly different,
her feelings are basically the same.

So again, Charlotte

Bronte uses Lucy Snowe to voice her own thoughts and opinions.
Lucy, like Jane, yearns for control of her own life
and chooses models to help guide her.

Mrs. Bretton and

Madame Beck both show Lucy that women do have strength of
character and a capacity for control.

Lucy strives,

sometimes unconsciously, to imitate these women because
she realizes that she may not have a man to depend on.
She does eventually fall in love but, like Jane, still
wishes to remain independent.

She runs her own school at

the end of the novel, even though she plans to marry M.
Paul upon his return to Villette.

It is important for all

women to realize that independence should not be available
only to a single woman, but to all women who work to attain
it.
Lucy's Georgianna Reed in the novel is Ginevra Fanshawe.
Lucy is disgusted by her frivolous and vain behavior.

How

ever, along with this repulsion, Lucy, unlike Jane, finds
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herself unconsciously drawn to Ginevra, perhaps realizing
that this beauty tempered with reason and intelligence
could be a powerful combination for a woman.

While Jane

sees a woman's inner self as wholly important, Lucy attempts
to recognize the fact that outer and inner qualities do not
have to work against each other.

They can complement and

aid in creating the total woman.
Lucy finds this balance most evident in Polly.

Al

though dominated by her father as a child, Polly seems to
have grown into a woman who wishes to share herself, not
only with her future husband, Graham Bretton, but with
other women as well.

She and Lucy become close friends and

continue to grow together, especially intellectually as
well as emotionally.

Lucy finds again, then, proof in Polly

that a woman can continue to develop even though she no
longer relies totally on herself.
All of these women--Jane, Lucy, Helen Burns, Miss
Temple, Polly, Ginevra--show the varying aspects of a woman
and illustrate also the destructive effects of neglecting
to realize the importance of each.

Charlotte Bronte shows

in Jane and Lucy two women who wish to find their indepen
dence and recognition by incorporating strength, intelli
gence, and compassion in their own lives.

By speaking

through her heroines, Charlotte shared this wish, hers for
herself and all women, with others who may have been, like
Jane and Lucy, struggling to release their inner selves.

Mrs. Elizabeth Gaskell says of the female writer:
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. . . she must not shrink from the
extra responsibility implied by the very
fact of her possessing such talents.
She must not hide her gift in a napkin;
it was meant for the use and service
of others. In an humble and faithful
spirit must she labour to do what is
not impossible, or God would not have
set her to do it.
I put �nto wor�s wh�t Charlotte
Bronte put into actions.J
Charlotte Bronte did indeed fulfill her responsibility to all
women by sharing with them her unforgettable creations, Jane
Eyre and Lucy Snowe.
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